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For the grieving ones






1 RIVER—MONDAY, JUNE 3, 2024


I drive by the billboard displaying my dead best friend’s photo, just like I do every day. It looms above our town’s pet groomer’s on my route to school, the worst line in advertising history spanning its surface in bold, all-caps letters: DON’T DREXT LIKE DYLAN DID.

“Drext,” if it isn’t clear, is a combination of “drive” and “text.” I’m not sure which Michigan Department of Transportation staff member invented that moronic marketing term believing that they’re clever, but if our paths ever cross, I’ll make sure to correct their thinking.

Dylan wore his favorite shirt that picture day. I bet even his parents don’t know that, let alone the strangers who barely glance at the gigantic teenager staring down at them as they speed by with their drive-through coffees. But I do. They won’t realize that the polo is bright red, not depressing gray, because the campaign decided to desaturate the photo.

I mean, I get it. A black-and-white photo is sadder and more ominous than one filled with color, and sad and ominous is exactly what these billboards are going for. Dylan Cooper was the exact opposite of sad and ominous, though. He was happy and magnetic, inspiring and optimistic. He was exactly what every kid should be striving to be more like—not the poster child of reckless teen driving.

My mom overheard me call the billboard “stupid as hell” to our neighbor the week it went up and lectured me on why I shouldn’t say things like that out loud to people. They’d think I’m “strange,” or “insensitive,” or not dealing with Dylan’s death in the “right way.”

Joke’s on her, though, because they’d be correct on all three counts.

Today I don’t mind driving by it like I usually do, though, because Dylan’s billboard got an upgrade overnight: a Mario mustache, freshly spray-painted right above his big, grinning lips. And while some people might call it vandalism, I’m certain Dylan would be dying of laughter if only he weren’t already dead.

Plus, the mustache looks great on him, with his square jaw, dark eyes, and even darker hair thick enough that running a comb across his scalp could have been an Olympic sport (one he never came close to medaling in). He was the type of handsome that would steal your attention from across the room. Add a mustache, and you’d never get it back.

Still, I manage to tear my eyes away and spot that my gas gauge is almost on empty in time to pull into the one station between my house and school. I haven’t even set down my can of vanilla-flavored coffee at the register when Roy asks, “Did you see it?”

Roy went to my high school a couple years ago. He used to be our school’s mascot before he got busted for selling weed brownies to eighth graders under the bleachers in his Timber Wolf costume. He dropped out a week later and got a job at this gas station, where he still sells weed brownies illegally from behind the register, just not to middle schoolers or dressed as a wolf.

“Are you talking about the billboard?” I ask, as if I don’t already know the answer.

Roy nods. “Who fucks up a dead kid’s photo? And today?”

He has a point. Because everyone in town would’ve been upset by the mustache regardless of when it showed up, but the fact it appeared on Dylan’s one-year deathiversary will incite enough rage to ensure it’s the top-trending topic in Teawood.

Clearly, the vandal wants to send a message.

“I think the mustache is kind of funny,” I say, responding to Roy with the exact kind of comment that my mom wishes I’d keep to myself.

Roy stares at me with his big, bloodshot eyes, surprised. “But weren’t you two close?”

I nod. “I knew him better than anyone.”

Roy scans the gas station to make sure we’re alone and leans closer. “Did Dylan have any enemies working at Puparazzi-Ready?”

I open and close my mouth, confused. “Not that I know of. Why?”

Roy’s eyes narrow on mine, suspicious that I know more than what I’m willing to share. “It’s weird that the billboard just happens to be above the pet groomer’s, don’t you think?”

I stare back, unsure if Roy is attempting to make a joke or if he genuinely doesn’t realize most roadside billboards have nothing to do with whatever business happens to be nearby. Is he suggesting Dylan was really mauled by a freshly shampooed Goldendoodle or something? If so, the staff at Puparazzi-Ready pulled off the cover-up of the century.

“I think Dylan’s wrecked car confirms it was a tree on the side of the road that killed him,” I sigh, “not a pampered puppy named Spot, if that’s what you’re implying.”

I push cash across the counter and turn to leave.

“To be fair, a tree didn’t kill him,” Roy mutters with a soft snort. “Drexting did.”

I freeze in place, drink in hand, as a bubble of anger rises in my chest.

See? One split-second mistake behind the wheel and a shaming billboard gets to define Dylan for the rest of eternity. A mistake that wasn’t even entirely his fault, either.

My mind goes into overdrive concocting the perfect insult that somehow combines cannabis, middle schoolers, and mascots, but before I can get it out, Roy sees the look on my face and regrets going there.

“Bro, I’m sorry,” he says sheepishly, “I’m just messing around—”

But I’m gone before he can finish his apology.

I blast off toward school, swallowing my frustrations with my first sip of overpriced canned caffeine. After parking in the student lot, I start walking toward the main entrance of Teawood High School for the fifth to last time, hopefully ever. It’s a sprawling, brown brick building perched on a hill, covered in ivy, and filled with Dylan memories that still make every day I have to spend inside difficult.

I feel a pair of eyes glue onto me the second my shoes hit the pavement, and glance up to locate the source of the staring. Jacob Lewis, a quiet gamer who’s leaning against the hood of his car, is inexplicably tracking my every move.

He loves comics, as evidenced by the Marvel-themed T-shirts he wears every day, but that’s pretty much all I know about Jacob Lewis. His glaring would have weirded me out if it happened before last year, but I’ve gotten used to people reacting to me in strange ways since Dylan died. Especially after the billboard went up.

In theory, it was supposed to honor Dylan’s legacy while encouraging Teawood teens to drive safely. But I think it mostly just keeps the tragic nature of his death fresh in our heads. Instead of remembering him for who he was, the billboard has turned my best friend into a statistic, prompting a wave of speculative questions about his death. Some of the curiosity has resulted in outlandish bullshit—like conspiracy theories involving villainous pet groomers—but even the more grounded questions have been unhelpful at best, slowly turning Dylan the Person into Dylan the Tragedy with each hallway whisper. And as the Best Friend of the Dead Kid at School, I’ve been roped into the spectacle through no choice of my own.

If the ambulance arrived sooner, would Dylan have survived?

It must have been bad if the Coopers chose to have a closed casket, right?

And the absolute worst one:

Who was he texting when it happened?

I push the questions and Jacob’s weird stare aside and slither through hordes of students congregating on the school’s sloped front lawn on my way to the steps that lead to the main entrance.

“River fucking Lang.”

Now a sparkly jumpsuit slides into my line of vision. Unfortunately, the voice belongs to Goldie Candles.

“Who do you think did it?” she asks.

I take one of my earbuds out and pretend I didn’t hear her question.

“I said,” she begins again with added sass, eyes piercing me from two steps above, “who do you think did it? And don’t even pretend not to know what it is.”

I pretend not to know what it is. “I’m not a mind reader, Goldie.”

She gives me a look confirming that she knows that I know exactly what it is, but she indulges me anyway. “Dylan’s new facial hair.”

“Oh.” I shrug. “No clue.”

She refuses to blink, observing me intently, like she’s waiting for me to crack.

Goldie has curly, white-blond hair that reaches her chest, cobalt eyes the size of saucers, and a crackly voice that could carry across the Atlantic. Nepotism provided both her parents with cushy, grossly overpaid jobs with the University of Michigan football team, which explains just about everything you need to know about Goldie Candles—besides the fact that she hates my guts. So I’m not exactly shocked that she seems to suspect I had something to do with Dylan’s mustache.

She continues to study my face suspiciously. “Interesting. You don’t seem that upset about someone destroying our friend’s billboard.”

“Should I be?”

“Shouldn’t you be?”

“On one hand,” I say, “no one should spray-paint property that isn’t theirs. On the other, you have to admit that Dylan looks… kind of great with a mustache?”

Her face twists with disgust. “You’re a weird dude, River.”

I consider the accusation. “I don’t disagree.”

“You actually do think the mustache is funny, don’t you?”

I’m about to answer when Goldie’s gaze drifts over my shoulder, begging me to follow it. I give her the win, glance backward, and see Dylan’s girlfriend—former girlfriend—Mavis Meyers on the front lawn of the school.

Mavis is standing as still as a statue, her jet-black hair billowing in the breeze the only confirmation that she hasn’t turned to stone. With a cluster of girls happily signing yearbooks on her right and wound-up jocks bent over in laughter on her left, Mavis’s misery couldn’t stick out like a sore thumb any more if she tried. Even from this far away, I can tell her hazel eyes are holding back tears. She’s a shell of the girl that existed 366 days ago.

“See? Mavis is in hell today,” Goldie says, “as any grieving girlfriend on the one-year anniversary of her boyfriend’s death would be. Call me crazy, but… shouldn’t people expect the same from his supposed best friend?”

I’ve been in hell every day since the accident thanks to the billboard, the Roys and Goldies of Teawood, and the brutal injustice of the cosmos.

I turn back around and face Goldie. “What are you getting at?”

She licks her glossy lips. “You’re smiling at the thought of Dylan’s billboard getting destroyed, and the criminal hasn’t come forward yet. What do you think I’m getting at?”

“I wouldn’t say it was destroyed. I’d call it an upgrade. A little spray paint couldn’t possibly worsen a billboard as terrible as Dylan’s.”

Her eyes squint into mine. “Well, then, who do you think did it?” She repeats the question, even softer and more menacing. “Because I have a guess.”

“Well, I don’t.” I squint back innocently.

Goldie finally gives up, exasperated. “Just stay away from her. Okay?”

Although Mavis and I haven’t spoken in a year, it still stings to hear Goldie request that I keep my distance from the girl whose friendship basically defined my childhood.

I can’t let Goldie see me wounded, though, so I laugh. “As if we ever talk anyway.”

“I mean, stay especially far away from her today.” Goldie looks me up and down. “You already ruined her June third last year, you don’t need to do it again.”

She flashes a knowing look and barrels past me to Mavis. I take a deep breath and swallow hard, pretending her words don’t feel like a punch to the gut. I’d be fine having to deal with Goldie’s disdain from time to time, if only her hostility weren’t really just channeling the passive rage Mavis has felt toward me since this day last year.

Because Mavis despises me even more than Goldie does, I’m sure of it. She just shows it by adhering to the strictest silent treatment I’ve ever experienced instead of berating me on the school’s front steps.

But honestly? I can’t say I blame either of them all that much.

Yeah, I’m the one who spray-painted the mustache on Dylan in the middle of the night, but infinitely more importantly, I’m the reason he’s dead in the first place. And Mavis is the only one that I’m certain knows the truth.






2 DYLAN—SATURDAY, JUNE 3, 2023


I wore my favorite red polo for picture day. My grin went crooked as usual as the flash went off, which Mavis was quick to point out when we got the photos back. She teased me about it, but in a flirty way that I’ve learned meant she actually likes the way I look. It’s been a while since I’ve seen that playful side of her and she’d probably say the same about me.

I’d like to think the photo, framed and shiny under the lights of the school’s main hallway display case, feels like the real me. I guess to some extent it does. I am the driven, type-A student-athlete of the month for the junior class, which the label above my photo proclaims to all who walk by. But the guy in the photo isn’t the whole me. Not even close.

I can’t dwell on that right now, though, with so much to do. I turn around and face the silent main hallway, which is empty of people but full of the tables and chairs I’ve been setting out for Summer Sign-Ups. I sigh, realizing how much faster this would all get done if the other two Student Council members who volunteered to help hadn’t bailed this morning. It has to all come together before Monday, when each table will be staffed by a different club recruiting students to join their activities for next year. Summer Sign-Ups was originally my idea, after all, and I plan on hyping it up in my college application essays, so it needs to be a continued success.

I blow up more silver and blue balloons and straighten out the Quiz Bowl and Theater Club tables, but before I can move on to the streamers, I’m distracted again, this time by the new piano at the end of the hallway begging me to test it out.

It’s still in transit to the band room, where it belongs, as evidenced by the moving blankets and packing tape covering most of its edges, but it’s been at least an hour since I spotted the workers who initially brought it inside. My dad refuses to buy a piano for the house—he wants me laser focused on school and basketball—and the one I’ve been practicing on at Mavis’s church has been broken for weeks. So the universe leaving the new one unsupervised at my fingertips means I’m practically obligated to play it, right?

I look to my right and left, ensuring no one’s around to catch me, and then grab my sheet music from my bag. I crouch down in front of the piano, since the bench must be packed away somewhere else, and my fingers find the right keys. I begin to play the song that I’ve been trying and failing to learn for months, my hands struggling to keep pace with its quick tempo.

In the moments when I’m not butchering every other note, the music drifts throughout the surrounding hallways as if I’m playing in a cathedral somewhere far, far away from suburban Michigan. My anxious thoughts melt into the ceramic tiles beneath my shoes, which never happens when I’m dribbling down a basketball court or giving a class speech. It’s like, I can feel the same parts of myself that are missing in my school photo vibrating through my chest to the music—which somehow makes both no sense and perfect sense to me.

I’m only able to get through the song once before a deep voice interrupts my playing.

“You’re talented, Cooper.”

I freeze and jump back from the piano, caught red-handed by Harry the custodian.

“Thanks,” I say, trying not to look as startled as I feel.

“Not as good as your three-point percentage,” he says matter-of-factly, “but still, impressive. That’s a beautiful tune. Who sings it?”

My cheeks glow pink as I tell Harry more. I can hardly find time to practice the piano at all each week, let alone practice in front of other people, so it’s rare that I hear compliments from a live audience in real time, even if it’s just an audience of one.

“If it were up to me, I’d say keep the concert going,” Harry continues, pushing a pile of dust bunnies past me with his broom, “but the movers asked me to make sure no one touches that piano while they’re on break.”

I step even farther away from the keys. Harry may be the beloved curmudgeon of Teawood High School, but he’s not afraid to put both students and teachers in their place if he feels like it’s called for.

Harry pauses next to the display case and leans on his broomstick. He examines my photo for a moment before pivoting his gaze my way. “Why are you here on a weekend anyway? Don’t tell me the junior class student-athlete of the month landed himself in Saturday detention.…”

I gesture at the tables and chairs scattered down the hallway. “Setting up Summer Sign-Ups for next week.”

Harry nods slowly, taking in the scene. “It looks bigger this year. I’m sure it’ll be the best one yet, Cooper.”

I feel a smile spread across my face almost involuntarily, even as my stomach twists with renewed dread. I’ve talked to the school counselor, Mr. Babcock, about this before—how my outward reactions to compliments often contradict my internal ones. I may smile to make sure Harry knows I appreciate his praise, but the praise mostly feels like the bar’s being raised on me once again.

What if this Summer Sign-Ups isn’t the best one yet, though? What if it’s so disastrous, I can’t even use it for my college application essays? Why do people keep moving the goalposts on me—and why do I keep letting them?

“You didn’t ask for it, but here’s a piece of advice.” Harry leans toward me, calloused hands still clasped around the end of his broomstick.

I nod, sure it will either be something along the lines of Don’t rest on your laurels or his two cents on what college I should commit to for basketball—an opinion seemingly every middle-aged man in Teawood feels obligated to share with me.

So I’m a little confused when he says, “Slow down.”

I pause. “Slow down… doing what?”

“Everything.” Lines crinkle around his eyes. “If it’s not basketball, it’s giving speeches to the student body. And if it’s not speeches, it’s spending your last weekend before summer break alone at school, organizing an event without help from anyone else.”

Is Harry… a mind reader?

I do the thing again and let out an awkward laugh to lighten the mood, even though his honesty has me on edge. “Sure, but I enjoy helping out, and I—”

“I’m telling you,” he says, cutting me off, “your plate’s too full for an eighteen-year-old.”

“Seventeen.”

He sighs. “Take it from me, Cooper, there’s plenty of time to work. Stop and smell the roses while you still can.”

Harry and the pile of dust bunnies at the end of his broom float farther down the hall as I stand there in silence, letting his words sink in.

River says I do too much all the time, but no adult at this school has given me that advice before. Mr. Babcock somehow convinced my dad that I should take one fewer AP class next year, so maybe that counts. But I guess advice from a candid custodian hits differently than class scheduling at the hands of a school counselor.

Even as Harry’s words resonate, another voice speaks up in my head reminding me that he doesn’t see the big picture. Of course it’d be nice to cut back on my extracurriculars and spend more time debating River on Pluto’s declassification as a planet or learning more songs on the piano. But I won’t get a basketball scholarship to Cascara if I don’t play my senior year. Plus, like my dad always says, people count on me as a leader. What would happen if I quit?

If I can just get through this next year, then I can pump the brakes. River and I will be out west, starting a new chapter living in the same dorm together, and Mavis won’t be that far away, either—assuming we make it past the bumpy road ahead. Maybe then, the whole me can shine.

The thought motivates me to pick up the pace and knock out the rest of the streamers so I can get to the most pressing, if not downright scary, priority on today’s to-do list. Because even though I can’t take Harry’s advice and slow down this exact moment, I can do at least one thing to feel in control of my life again—even if it’s a thing I’ve been dreading for days.

Once the hallway is in a good place for the sign-ups, I swing my bag over my shoulder and breeze through the school’s main lobby toward the parking lot. I’m so caught up thinking about what I need to do now that I barely register the voice to my left saying, “Hey, Dylan.”

I stop and look to where Brady Potts is tucked away next to the school’s deteriorating Timber Wolf statue. He’s wearing a purple tank top, glasses with green rims, and a dangling silver earring that nearly reaches his shoulder.

“Hi, Brady.” I attempt to sound pleasantly surprised to see him, despite my mind being elsewhere.

“I love the new color,” I say, eyeing his newly blue mullet, even though it pretty much makes him look like Sonic the Hedgehog.

“Same to you.”

“Thanks?” I don’t know what he’s referring to, because my hair has never changed from its original dark brown. But after being in Spanish class with him, I’ve learned to roll with Brady’s randomness.

“What are you doing here?” I ask, shifting gears.

“I left my Switch in Ms. Weiss’s room yesterday,” he says, “so I’m hanging around until she gets here for Driver’s Ed so I can grab it.”

I cringe, hating that I have to deliver the bad news. “Driver’s Ed is every other weekend, and it’s not today.”

“Really?”

I nod and he hangs his head in defeat.

“Did you drive here?” I ask.

“I don’t have a car. I walked.”

“From where?”

“Boiling and Smith.”

I mentally map out the intersection on the outskirts of Teawood. “Wow, that’s… a trek, Brady.”

He frowns. “Yeah.”

I gesture for him to follow me out the door. “I’m giving you a ride.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

“But I think it’s out of your way—”

“It’s okay, Brady. There’s no way you’re walking home.”

He grins and grabs his bag, turning a shade of red so dark it might be purple, and follows me outside. I’m so relieved when my phone starts buzzing on our walk to the parking lot, hopeful the call will eat into what’s sure to be an awkward car ride, that I don’t even check to see who’s calling before answering. That relief fades quickly, though, when I’m greeted with, “What’s this eighty-eight all about?”

It’s my dad.

“Huh?” I reply.

“Your calc exam,” he says. “You got an eighty-eight. Did you not know that?”

At the start of the year my dad demanded that he get weekly updates from Mr. Babcock, who rounds up reports from my teachers, as if I’m a failing freshman and not an upperclassman with straight As.

“What about your class rank?” my dad asks before I can get a word in. “Will Cascara notice if you drop out of the top ten?”

I reach my car with Brady in tow. “The eighty-eight won’t affect my class rank, Dad. The exam is only ten percent of our final grade, so I’ll still get an A in the class.”

I tap my key fob, unlocking the doors, and gesture for Brady to get in, but I hang back for a moment in order to have some privacy.

“You’re sure?” Dad presses. “Only ten percent?”

“You got the same syllabus I did at the beginning of the semester,” I say. “You can check it yourself.”

“Attitude, Dylan.”

Anger rises in my chest, but I remind myself that I just need to put up with this for one more year and successfully bury it before it boils over. “Sorry.”

But as he rants on, Harry’s words come back to me. Slow down. Slow down. Slow down. With each repetition they become more tantalizing—yet with each word my dad says, more impossible. Thankfully, an incoming call beeps at me, interrupting the pressurized pulling and pushing in my head. I peek at the phone screen.

River.

I fall back against my driver’s-side door, somehow instantly at ease. “Dad, I’ve got to go.”

“Where are you?”

“Leaving school, about to go see Mavis.”

He asks me to check in with him later, then we say our goodbyes and hang up. I knew mentioning Mavis would get him off my back.

My dad needs to be constantly clued in on every detail of my life: my grades, basketball—even my friendship with River, although that has more to do with his homophobia than anything else. But the one area he doesn’t micromanage is Mavis. He considers her an “acceptable” girlfriend, as he once put it. And to my dad, acceptable means someone who isn’t going to be a distraction in the classroom or on the basketball court. If anything, Mavis’s work ethic has kept me more focused on my own, which, aside from pleasing my dad, is one of the things that first drew me to her—and now, one of the things that are driving us apart.

I’m about to give up the one part of my life that’s been free from my dad’s prying, which only adds to the increasingly long list of reasons why breaking up with Mavis is the most difficult decision I’ve ever had to make.






3 RIVER


Between Roy’s drexting remark and learning Goldie correctly believes that I painted Dylan’s mustache, this may be one of the worst mornings of my senior year. And yet, when I walk into the school lobby and see rows of silver and blue balloons straight ahead, my heart sinks knowing that my not-great day is about to get even worse.

Because it’s the start of Summer Sign-Ups.

Dylan may have won the league for our basketball team and single-handedly resuscitated the Astronomy Club, where we became friends. But having the idea for Summer Sign-Ups our freshman year, and then executing it flawlessly, might be his greatest claim to Teawood fame. It’s become one of the most beloved annual traditions of manufactured school spirit in the four years since. Student groups claim it’s a good way to get a jump on recruiting newbies for next year, but I think it’s just as much about the unspoken, not-so-friendly competition between clubs over which one designs the most enticing recruitment table or recruits the most new members.

As much as I’d rather avoid the madness in front of me, Mr. Babcock might actually withhold my diploma if I’m tardy to first period again and trekking the longer route around the auditorium and pool will all but guarantee I’m late. So I put my head down and take a step forward into the chaos of silver and blue.

Almost immediately, I regret my decision.

From the looks of it, most tables seem to be trying to acknowledge Dylan in the same sad, sensationalized way the billboard does. Several are displaying his black-and-white yearbook photo with depressingly cheesy sayings printed over the image. The swimming team printed YOUR WINGS WERE READY BUT OUR HEARTS WERE NOT, typed in Comic Sans font, floating in the space above Dylan’s head. Next to them, the bowling team decided to print a giant RIP over Dylan’s eyes and nose next to a crying emoji that has bowling balls for eyes.

I try my best to swallow my frustrations as I beeline past clusters of students monologuing about why the tennis team or the Photography Club are “so much fun” or “look great on college apps.” I’m careful to avoid accidental eye contact with the Astronomy Club members as I pass by, seeing as I didn’t participate this year and still feel guilty about ditching their meetings. A quick glance shows me their table features a homemade solar system model with Dylan’s black-and-white face taped over the sun. It’s so absurd that I almost burst out laughing, then quickly look away and pick up the pace. They didn’t intend for it to be funny, I’m sure, but Dylan would’ve thought it was even more brilliant than his new mustache.

I near the end of the sign-ups with even less school spirit and faith in our student body than I had walking into school a minute ago, but the last table on the right grabs my attention. There’s a white posterboard taped to its front reading THE AFFINITY TRIALS, printed in jet-black ink. The only color on the board comes from four same-sized dots in green, blue, orange, and red, spaced out neatly beneath the text.

It’s not only the lack of streamers or balloons that’s strange, though; it’s also the only one not being run by students. A guy old enough to be my grandpa is glancing around dreamily behind the table, a small smile planted on his face. He has a white, crinkly beard, gentle eyes, and glasses with smudges dotting the lenses. He reminds me of a more slender, professorial version of Santa Claus.

“Hello,” he says, pleased to see that he’s got someone’s attention. “I’m Dr. Ridges.”

Dr. Ridges, I learn as he rises to his feet wearing a tan tweed suit, is a giant.

I have to stare up at him as we shake hands. “Hi.”

“And you are…?”

“River.”

“River.” He nods knowingly, as if my name makes sense to him. “Your parents must appreciate the serenity of nature.”

“Sure?”

“How are we doing this morning, River?”

“Fine. What are…” I glance down at the sign to make sure I read it correctly. “… the Affinity Trials?”

“I’m with Affinity Mind and Body,” he says, slow and faint, as if he smoked a joint in the parking lot before coming inside—and who knows, maybe he did. “We’re looking for twenty students to enter a weeklong study starting next Monday here, at the school. It’s quite the opportunity for you to make history.”

Make history? I snort—then realize he’s being serious.

Dr. Ridges reaches into his pocket and hands me a business card. I expect to see his name and contact information, but it only reads The Affinity Trials, above the same four colored dots that are on the table sign. “Is Affinity Mind and Body the new yoga studio in town?” I ask, examining the card. “Are you guys sponsoring a club?”

This time he laughs, a soft chuckle that I can barely hear over the noisy hallway. “No, no, we’re a research lab headquartered on the West Coast.”

I glance around. “So then how are you allowed to be here?”

“Pardon?”

“Summer Sign-Ups is for student groups,” I say.

He folds his hands together in front of him. “Superintendent James approved our table.”

When Summer Sign-Ups first got requests from local businesses to sponsor tables and sell products freshman year, Dylan made a rousing speech that shut the idea down. It was important to him that the event be for student groups only—a stance the school supported. I guess it’s just another thing that’s changed without him here.

“Now, River,” Dr. Ridges says, shifting gears, “may I ask you a question?”

“Sure.”

“Do you have a friend?”

“Huh?”

“A friend.” He stares at me. “Do you have one?”

My cheeks flush as I tense up.

It’s kind of a dick move for anyone to ask that, let alone a bizarre old guy I met five seconds ago. It’s even weirder realizing that I don’t know what my honest answer is. Do I?

Growing up, I was always the type to have a few good friends rather than a hundred acquaintances, but that became even truer when me and Dylan got close freshman year. It’s funny to think about it now, really, because at the time I knew him as Mavis’s first and brand-new boyfriend, who I thought was stealing her away from me. Maybe that’s why I was so quick to fight him over Pluto’s erroneous declassification as a planet during the Astronomy Club meeting where we met—the first of countless debates over outer space we’d have.

It wasn’t like we’d only hang out with each other and Mavis. A few guys on Dylan’s basketball team were cool. Then there was Len, the former Astronomy Club president, and Dylan’s neighbor, Matt.

But if I’m honest, all those guys were sort of more Dylan’s people anyway. After he died, I felt each one of those connections slowly drift away like sailboats crossing the horizon—except for Mavis. Her cutting ties with me felt more like a speedboat beelining off the cliff of a waterfall. I’m not explaining any of that to this guy, though.

“I have friends,” I answer, more forcefully than I’d hoped, “obviously.”

“Terrific,” Dr. Ridges says, sounding unconvinced. “Well, on the off chance someone you know is interested in learning more, we’re encouraging any student between the ages of sixteen and eighteen who considers themselves to be struggling socially to apply. We think they’ll benefit from the experience. On top of that, participants receive a two-thousand-dollar stipend after completing the trials.” He nods at the business card in my hand. “The website goes into more detail.”

Even if I’m struggling socially, I’m just a few days away from putting this place behind me for good. So I nod and smile as a way to say thanks, then turn to leave.

“Were you friends with Dylan Cooper, River?”

I freeze for a moment before turning back. “Why would you ask that?”

“I noticed his picture up and down the hallway,” Dr. Ridges says, “so I asked a few students about Dylan’s story. Some of them mentioned a River among the many loved ones Dylan left behind.” He smiles sadly. “It’s difficult to forget a great name like River.”

My cheeks grow hotter. “He was my best friend.”

Dr. Ridges shakes his head. “It seems like Dylan was a spectacular young man with a bright future. Hard to replace. Anyone would struggle with that.”

Out of nowhere, Dr. Ridges bends across the table and attempts to pull me in for a hug. His long, wiry arms start to wrap around my shoulders like the grim reaper, but I step out of reach.

“Whoa,” I say, staring at him wide-eyed.

He seems confused by my reaction. “I thought you’d appreciate a hug—”

“You thought wrong.”

It’s awkward enough when one of my parents tries consoling me with hugs, let alone a slender, possibly-stoned Santa who I just met.

I back farther away from Dr. Ridges before swirling around and striding off.

“We’re taking applicants through Friday!” he calls after me. “Visit our website and come see me tomorrow, River, I’ll be right here!”

Once I escape, I start speed-walking to Mr. Babcock’s office, making it just before the bell. As I wait for him to open his door, I flip Dr. Ridges’s business card over in my hand and notice the other side has Affinity Mind & Body’s apparent tagline, printed in small, curvy lettering:


creating the future of friendship



I scoff at its cheesiness, even as my stomach sinks in sadness. Because it’s been difficult for me to imagine any future for myself without Dylan, let alone one filled with friendship.






4 RIVER


Instead of having a normal first period, my parents thought it’d be smart to “ease me into the day” (Dad’s words, not mine) by spending time “getting a better grasp on my grief” (Mom’s words, not mine) with the school counselor.

Technically, getting free therapy at school doesn’t qualify as a credit, but Principal Fyres agreed to classify it as an elective course in the computer system to fulfill my academic requirements. “Guided Learning Hour” is a laughably inaccurate characterization of my first period with Mr. Babcock—he hasn’t guided me toward anything, other than a stronger case of senioritis all year. But I guess “River Lane Is Still Not Over His Best Friend Dying and Needs Help” is too long to fit on an official transcript.

“So,” Mr. Babcock exhales from behind his desk, the purply bags beneath his eyes looking extra purply today. “Today’s the day.”

I knew he’d want to discuss my feelings about today being the one-year deathiversary. But witnessing the planets rotating around Dylan’s head at the Astronomy Club table and seeing a crying emoji with bowling balls for eyes hasn’t exactly put me in the right headspace to confront my grief. So I try to lighten the mood with a little levity.

“Sorry, Mr. Babcock”—I tilt my head, pretending to be confused—“today’s the day… for what? Oh, half-off subs at Big Bites!”

He hesitates, unsure if I’m being serious. “No. Dylan died a year ago today, River.”

I sip my can of coffee with a grin. “Of course. I’m joking, Mr. Babcock.”

His face drops in annoyance. “How are you feeling about it?”

“Dylan’s deathiversary?”

He nods.

I puff out my cheeks and exhale slowly. “Basically the same way I’ve felt about it every other day you’ve asked me this year.”

I haven’t hated my sessions with Mr. Babcock, I guess—his lime-green loveseat is at least preferable to the plastic chairs in class, and his windowsill lined with fake plants isn’t the worst view—but I have hated repeatedly answering the same set of questions the past two semesters. If I had a quarter for every time Mr. Babcock’s asked me how I’m feeling about Dylan’s deathiversary the past month, I’d have at least ten dollars by now.

Mr. Babcock scratches his chin, unsatisfied with my answer as usual. “Feelings can change day-to-day, though. How are you feeling about the significance of today, River?”

“Fine, I guess.”

Mr. Babcock presses his fingers together and leans forward onto his desk. “You know…”

Please don’t say it. For the love of God, please don’t say it.

His eyes pierce mine. “It’s okay not to be okay, River.”

There it is.

I doubt Mr. Babcock realizes he’s repeated that exact phrase to me at least twenty times throughout the past two semesters, each time delivered with the same intensity you’d expect from a corrupt televangelist asking for cash on Christian TV. Every time the words come rolling off his tongue, I imagine them on one of those quote cards that my aunt in New Mexico always shares to her Instagram Stories.

faith & family. they come first!

Live. Laugh. Love. AND DANCE.

It’s okay *not* to be okay.

Mr. Babcock is nice enough, but whenever we talk about Dylan, his help comes off as vague and impersonal. It’s as if he’s reading directly from a grief guidebook, trying to help Student A mourn the death of Student B, when I wish he’d help me mourn the death of Dylan. I wish I could be more honest about the guilt I’ve felt since he died and why the billboard’s made it so much worse, but after a year of first periods with Mr. Babcock, I’m no more confident in his ability to help than I would be in Goldie’s effort to catch me during a trust fall.

“Well…” he says as he stands, a more serious tone in his voice. His round belly nudges the dusty diploma from Wayne State out of place on the wall as he circles his desk. “Do you want to talk about what happened?”

“Didn’t we just do that?”

Mr. Babcock leans his butt back against the front edge of the desk, nearly toppling over a photo of his wife. “No, not the deathiver—” He catches himself. “See, now you’ve even got me calling it that. I’m talking about the billboard, River.” He pauses, then adds seriously, “Dylan’s new facial hair?”

I try not to, I swear, but I can’t not grin listening to him mutter “new facial hair” as if spray-painting a Nintendo-inspired mustache is essentially a hate crime.

“You found it amusing?” he asks, seeing my reaction.

I pinch my lips to one side to help smother my smile, remembering my mom’s warning about reacting strangely when Dylan gets brought up.

“I wouldn’t say amusing,” I lie, “no.”

Normally, I don’t adhere to my mom’s warning, but maybe I should. Now that I know Goldie suspects I spray-painted the billboard, others could be out there, too. And if I’m caught as the culprit, could that jeopardize my scholarship to Cascara in the fall? The money is contingent on “good behavior,” after all, and I’m pretty sure spray-painting a billboard would land me on the collegiate naughty list. I can’t blow up my plans now that I’m so close to escaping Teawood, for me and Dylan both.

Mr. Babcock does the thing where he nods dramatically while searching for his notebook. “I think you should talk to someone else who loved Dylan about the billboard, River.”

“Why?”

“Seeing his face vandalized like that, today of all days, is probably difficult for many of his loved ones,” he says. “I think talking to someone else who knew him might give you a different perspective.”

“Aren’t I doing that right now, though?” I ask.

Does Mr. Babcock think I don’t know Dylan spent a class period with him every day last year, too? To be fair, Dylan’s elective was accurately classified as Advanced Career Development—an option for ambitious upperclassmen to get a head start on their post–high school plans—and not an hour of babysitting disguised as grief counseling. But still.

“I meant more of a personal friend of Dylan’s, or someone in his family,” he says, “not me. What about Mavis?”

My chest tightens. “Meyers?” I ask, as if he could mean anyone else.

He nods.

“Eh,” I say, “I’d rather not.”

“How come?”

Well, her friend just warned me to stay away from her specifically today, for one. But even if Goldie hadn’t cornered me on the front steps an hour ago, I wouldn’t attempt to reach out to Mavis. Not after what happened at Dylan’s funeral.

Mavis didn’t answer my texts or calls in the aftermath of the crash, but I wasn’t surprised. I couldn’t fault her for not responding to me with a left leg still wrapped in a cast and the trauma of witnessing her boyfriend die fresh in her memory. But when I tried talking to her in the parking lot after the funeral service, she beelined in the opposite direction. Message received, loud and clear. That’s when I knew she knew I was to blame, too. That Dylan was replying to a message from me urging him to text back when his car went off the road.

Sure, maybe I could argue that I wasn’t the one behind the wheel, so I shouldn’t be blamed. But it’s harder to argue that if I hadn’t sent that text, he’d still be alive today.

Mr. Babcock studies my face. I think he can tell how uncomfortable I am talking about Mavis and takes it as a sign to keep pressing. “May I ask why you don’t want to reach out to Mavis?”

“It’s complicated.”

“Try me.”

“I’d rather not.”

“Didn’t you tell me she was the first person you came out to? At lunch in eighth grade, if I’m not mistaken?”

I’m a bit surprised he remembers. “Yeah. I nervously spilled soup everywhere.”

He smiles. “So clearly she’s a person you trusted—at least at one point—right?”

Yes. But I can’t admit that to him now without telling him why that’s not true anymore. “That soup spill was a long time ago. A lot has changed.”

I can tell he’s contemplating digging in further, but after a glance at the time, he decides against it. “You don’t need to talk to Mavis, but I’d like you to do something to acknowledge today’s significance. It’ll help. What about visiting his gravestone?”

“That’s too cliché. Plus, cemeteries creep me out.”

“Could you visit his family?”

“Dylan’s dad is awful and his mom lives in Indiana.”

“You could write Dylan a letter?”

“I know I haven’t gone to medical school yet, but I’m pretty sure dead people can’t read,” I say, even as I shiver at the thought.

Mr. Babcock glares. “The purpose of writing it would be for you to process your feelings, funny guy.”

“I’d rather be pen pals with the living.”

“What about journaling about him?” he asks. “Sometimes, when your feelings feel too big, just getting them out of your head and onto paper can help. You don’t even need to journal about Dylan for the practice to benefit you.”

I stay silent, pretending to mull it over. Because the more time I waste, the faster I can escape this office.

“River,” he breathes, “can I be candid with you?”

I nod.

“I’m happy you got the scholarship to Cascara. But with only a few days left of school, I worry going there in the fall may be tough.”

I almost respond with a snort. Has he seen my GPA? “I know I can handle college.”

“I know you can academically,” he says, “but emotionally, I’m not as sure.”

My cheeks redden as my eyes shift from Mr. Babcock to the window instead.

“You’ll be on the West Coast,” he continues. “Without Dylan as your roommate, you won’t know anybody out there. I understand wanting to leave Teawood to start fresh, but I’m concerned you won’t have the support you need in Oregon.”

I stay silent, my eyes still glued to the distant clouds outside.

He’s not wrong. But he doesn’t get why I need to leave Teawood to start fresh. I’m not only going for myself; I’m going for Dylan, too. And I can’t ditch our plan and stay trapped in Teawood forever.

“Have you heard about the Affinity Trials?” Mr. Babcock asks.

I perk up. “I met the guy with the beard at their sign-up table. Why?”

“Dr. Ridges came in here earlier to introduce himself,” he says. “He told me a bit about the type of student they’re looking for.”

The type. Clearly, I fall into that category.

“Are you going to participate?” Mr. Babcock asks.

I sigh. “Probably not, no.”

“How come?”

“Would you want to spend a week trapped in this school right after your final day as a student here?” I ask pointedly.

He shrugs. “If it came with a nice stipend, yes.”

“How come businesses are allowed at Summer Sign-Ups now?” I ask. “That hadn’t been the case before.”

Mr. Babcock pauses, deciding how honest he wants to be, before lowering his voice. “When a business pays the school enough money to cover the rest of our gym’s skylight renovations, rules become more… flexible, so to speak. But you didn’t hear that from me.”

One year later, and just hearing the word gym still plunges me into a pool of dread. It was my favorite place in this school before Dylan died, but I haven’t stepped inside since. It reminds me of him too much.

“Hey,” he says after I don’t respond, “believe me, I’m not thrilled that Principal Fyres gave Dr. Ridges permission to use my office during the trials without running it by me first, but I’m focused on the greater good. And in this case, the greater good is students like you benefiting from a study like this.”

Mr. Babcock lifts a small stack of business cards I hadn’t noticed off his crowded desk and hands me one. I see the same the Affinity Trials text on its surface.

“I already got one from skinny Santa before first period,” I say, “but thanks.”

The bell rings, and not a moment too soon. I swing my bag over my shoulder and head to the door, grateful to have only four more first periods left with Mr. Babcock.

“River?” Mr. Babcock asks before I can escape. “Promise me you’ll at least think about signing up for the study?”

I nod halfheartedly, unsure if it’s a promise I want to keep. “Okay.”






5 RIVER


I hear the door from the garage to the kitchen swing open and close, followed by the familiar sound of grocery bags landing on countertops, which means my mom’s home and my after-school peace is about to be replaced with an onslaught of Dylan-themed questions.

“River?”

“In here,” I answer her from the living room sofa, where I’m lying on my side and channel surfing.

I hear her bounce into the dining room behind me moments before feeling her presence hovering nearby.

“ ‘We believe the trials will revolutionize the world’s understanding of social connection among young people…’?” she reads off my phone. “What’s that about?”

I grab it off the sofa cushion next to me. “It’s just a thing from Summer Sign-Ups.”

I got curious and looked up the website on Dr. Ridges’s business card, but I’d rather not bring it up with my mom just so that another adult in my life can lecture me on why I should participate.

“I can’t believe Summer Sign-Ups are happening again already.” I can tell by the tone of her voice that what she’s really saying is I can’t believe it’s been a year since Dylan died. “Tell me more about these so-called revolutionary trials you learned about today.”

“They’re looking for students for a study.”

“A study on social connection?”

I nod.

My mom circles the sofa and gestures for me to scooch so she has room to sit, too. I move my legs and she falls into the space next to me, tossing her receptionist name tag onto the coffee table. Then she pulls out her hair tie with a sigh, as her graying blond hair falls to the side.

“Are you going to sign up?” she asks.

“No. The study website says I’d have to turn over my phone. Plus, I’d be on surveillance cameras there basically 24/7.”

Being trapped at school for an entire week sounds awful enough without losing access to the outside world and being monitored nonstop.

My mom waits a beat before conceding. “Okay, that’s a little creepy.”

I really did try to be more open-minded about the study after Mr. Babcock encouraged me to consider participating, but five minutes on TheAffinityTrials.com made the idea even less enticing. The study sounds like a bizarre boot camp, with strict bedtimes, barely any info on what they’re even studying, and vague descriptions about what I’d be doing in there for seven days. If I’m spending a week trapped inside the high school, I’d like to know a little more about how my time will be spent beyond just “games and group activities.”

I go back to channel surfing and decide to rewatch the docuseries about the emerging science of black holes that Dylan was obsessed with. I’ve already seen it from start to finish four times, but it’s loaded with so much info that I pick up on new factoids every rewatch. Besides, if Mr. Babcock wants me to find a way to remember Dylan today, learning more about the mysteries of dark matter feels way more in step with the Dylan I knew than visiting a grave site.

My mom hears the docuseries’ dramatic theme music and sighs. Honestly, I can’t blame her. As much as I love rewatching it, I’m sick of the intro, too.

“We didn’t get a chance to talk about today before you left for school,” she says.

Here we go.

While I’ve appreciated my mom’s attempts to be there for me throughout the past year, I’ve gotten more anxious whenever I sense she wants to talk about Dylan. I haven’t cried over him yet, which, coupled with my allegedly strange reactions to mentions of Dylan, basically guarantees the prodding will continue until I move out of the house.

But I get the sense she’s increasingly determined to make one of these chats end with me floating in a puddle of my own tears, and I’d rather not force it. If I feel like crying over Dylan, I will. What’s it to her, or anyone, if I haven’t yet?

“Don’t you want to talk about today?” she follows up. “I’m sure it was difficult.”

I almost crack a joke about surviving Mr. Babcock’s coffee breath being way harder than anything related to the deathiversary, but I stop myself. Sometimes I’m able to filter out my “inappropriate reactions” around my mom so she’ll stop bugging me about them.

I seep deeper into the sofa.

“Hello?” she prods. “Earth to River?”

“I’m too far away for Earth to reach me right now,” I say, watching a black hole eat a galaxy. “Try back next millennium.”

My mom grins and pats my leg.

She still smells like the dentist’s office where she works, an odd combination of disinfectant, toothpaste, and an overheating printer. She hates the smell even more than I do, and the fact she hasn’t gone to change out of her work clothes the second after she walked in the door tells me she’s been eager to have this conversation all day.

She nudges my side in another attempt to redirect my attention off the screen. “You don’t have to guard your feelings so tightly, you know. Today must have felt different, at least.”

“I’m not sure why everyone expects today to be so different for me than any other Monday. Dylan is on my mind every day, not just June third.”

“I know, Riv,” she says, “I know.”

My mom slips her shoes off and gets more comfortable on the sofa as the series’ narrator explains what the Big Bang was.

“I drove by Mount Marigold on my way home, you know,” she says nonchalantly, trying to be clever.

Mount Marigold is the wooded area near the Meyerses’ house where me and Mavis used to play our make-believe games growing up. My mom mentions it whenever she wants to bring up Mavis but needs a believable segue to do so. She drives past the hill on her way to work every day, though, so her strategy is much less subtle than she thinks it is.

“It reminded me of Mavis,” she says, right on cue. “By the way, did you see her today?”

“Yeah.”

“Did you two talk?”

I don’t respond.

“Hey.” My mom takes the clicker from my hand as a star collapses in on itself and turns off the TV. “I asked, did you talk to Mavis?”

“No.”

“I think you should.”

“Okay.”

“Even if today felt like any other day to you, maybe it didn’t for Mavis,” she says. “I know you two aren’t the best of friends anymore, which I still don’t understand because you refuse to tell me why—”

“I have, Mom,” I interject, feeling my heartbeat tick up, “because friends grow apart sometimes.”

I can tell she doesn’t believe my reasoning, yet again, and I honestly can’t blame her. “All I’m saying is, you both meant the world to Dylan. She may appreciate a call—you know, just to check in.”

Is my mom scheming with Mr. Babcock or something?

“Hey, guys,” my dad says groggily as he emerges from his office at the end of the hallway. His brown hair is messier than usual, his under-eye circles are darker, and there are coffee stains on his checkered button-down—three signs that his Monday has also sucked. “Paige texted me about coming home in August for her birthday, but she wants to make sure we’ll all be around.”

My mom lights up, like she always does when we hear from my older sister. “Of course! We should plan a barbecue. Ask her if she’d like that.”

“Will do.” My dad grins and looks to me. “I wasn’t sure about you, kid. Don’t you leave on August twelfth?”

My stomach churns.

My flight to Oregon isn’t until the twenty-fifth, but I know why the twelfth is probably stuck in my dad’s head: it’s the date me and Dylan had been planning to leave on our cross-country road trip to Cascara together.

“No, I’ll be around,” I reply.

“He leaves the last Sunday of August,” my mom says, glancing at me. “I can’t stomach thinking about you being three time zones away from us, you know.”

My dad turns toward his home office again before remembering something. “Oh, did you guys”—he strikes a serious tone—“see it?”

It takes me a moment before I realize the “it” he’s referring to is the same “it” Goldie brought up earlier. I swallow hard and try to look chill, knowing there’s no world in which my parents would be on board with my decision to spray-paint the mustache, even if I explained my rationale for doing it. Thankfully, a knock on the door interrupts our conversation.

My mom and dad look at me, surprised.

“I’m not expecting anyone,” I say.

My dad walks to the foyer and I hear the front door swing open, followed by his voice greeting someone, but I can’t make out what’s being said next. When he returns to the living room a few moments later, his eyebrows are crinkled. “Do you know a Jacob Lewis from school?” he asks me. “He wants to talk to you about something.”

Jacob Lewis?

I sit up on the sofa, racking my brain for what this could possibly be about. I barely know Jacob, but his eyes felt like daggers this morning in the parking lot before school. Did I do something to piss him off without realizing it?

I walk to the open front door and see Jacob standing on the porch. Our eyes meet awkwardly.

“Hey,” I say, stepping outside and closing the door behind me. “How’s it going?”

“All right.” Jacob is about my height and keeps his low fade impressively fresh. I can only hope the angry Hulk on his shirt doesn’t match the energy he’s bringing to the conversation he’s about to have with me. “I’ll get right to it.” He glances around to make sure we’re not being watched before reaching into his pocket and pulling out a business card. I recognize the four colored dots right away. “I saw you talking to Dr. Ridges this morning. I need you to sign up for the study.”

“What?” I tilt my head with a grin, unsure if this is some weird joke. “Why?”

“Because I know you spray-painted Dylan’s billboard,” he says, eyes glued to mine, “and if you don’t sign up for the trials, I’m telling everyone.”



OEBPS/e9781665935326/fonts/JosefinSans-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781665935326/fonts/ArchitectsDaughter.ttf


OEBPS/e9781665935326/fonts/EBGaramond-BoldItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781665935326/fonts/JosefinSans-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781665935326/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781665935326/fonts/Lato-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781665935326/fonts/Lato-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781665935326/fonts/JosefinSans-BoldItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781665935326/fonts/EBGaramond-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781665935326/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Chapter 1: River—Monday, June 3, 2024


		Chapter 2: Dylan—Saturday, June 3, 2023


		Chapter 3: River


		Chapter 4: River


		Chapter 5: River


		Chapter 6: Dylan


		Chapter 7: River


		Chapter 8: River


		Chapter 9: Dylan


		Chapter 10: River


		Chapter 11: Dylan


		Chapter 12: River


		Chapter 13: Dylan


		Chapter 14: River


		Chapter 15: River


		Chapter 16: Dylan


		Chapter 17: River


		Chapter 18: River


		Chapter 19: Dylan


		Chapter 20: River


		Chapter 21: River


		Chapter 22: River


		Chapter 23: Dylan


		Chapter 24: River


		Chapter 25: River


		Chapter 26: River


		Chapter 27: River


		Chapter 28: River


		Chapter 29: River


		Chapter 30: River


		Chapter 31: River


		Chapter 32: Dylan


		Chapter 33: River


		Chapter 34: River


		Chapter 35: River


		Chapter 36: River


		Chapter 37: River


		Chapter 38: River


		Chapter 39: River


		Chapter 40: Dylan


		Chapter 41: River


		Chapter 42: River


		Chapter 43: River


		Chapter 44: Dylan


		Chapter 45: River


		Chapter 46: Dylan


		Chapter 47: River


		Chapter 48: River—August 2024


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright








		III


		V


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		327


		328


		329


		330


		331


		332


		333


		334


		335


		336


		337


		338


		339


		340


		341


		342


		343


		344


		345


		346


		347


		348


		349


		350


		351


		352


		353


		354


		355


		356


		357


		358


		359


		360


		361








OEBPS/e9781665935326/fonts/OpenSans-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781665935326/fonts/OpenSans-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781665935326/fonts/ComingSoon-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781665935326/images/9781665935326.jpg
.
P = i 2=\ noi
& B> [ 7 U C L
ROBBI O U C Hi
NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELL(NC AUTHQR OF /F | SEE YOU AGAIN TOMORROW = o






OEBPS/e9781665935326/fonts/GloriaHallelujah.ttf


OEBPS/e9781665935326/images/title.jpg
ANOTHER
SRS
GHANGIE

ROBBIE COUCH

SIMON & SCHUSTER I:Ha

New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi





OEBPS/e9781665935326/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781665935326/fonts/JosefinSans-Regular.ttf


